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In the decade between 1971 and 1981 the total population of Britain increased by less than one percent. In that same period the pensionable population rose by 10%. One person in five in Britain is already a pensioner. By the year 2020 a third of the British population will be pensioners.
Several things make this explosion in the size of the elderly population particularly dangerous.
First, there is the fact that among older populations there is inevitably a higher proportion of disabled and dependent individuals. All this will inevitably mean that waiting lists for non urgent surgery will get longer and longer and the number of people in our community suffering from disabling problems (such as arthritic hips) will grow even faster.
To all this we must also add the fact that in Britain the average cost of health care for individuals aged between 65 and 74 is 2j times as much as it is for individuals aged between 15 and 64. For people over the age of 75 the cost of providing health care rises to 7 times the cost of looking after patients under 64. So, the steady increase in our elderly population will mean that the NHS will become increasingly short of funds.
The second reason why the explosion in the size of our elderly population is dangerous is that the number of young people seems to be falling.
The most obvious reason for this is that we have become very efficient at persuading young couples to have fewer children. But that isn't the only reason.
The imbalance between the size of our elderly population and the size of our young population is also made worse by the fact that whereas people in their 60s, 70s and 80s seem to be living longer and longer, death rates among people in their 20s and 30s seem to be increasing. The number of young people (particularly men) dying of heart disease is showing no signs of falling. And the number of young people committing suicide is rising.
The result of all this is that a smaller and smaller working population will have to support a larger and larger dependent population.
And that takes us nearly into the third reason why the explosion in the size of our over 60 population is likely to produce real problems: money.
Most workers who are currently paying pension contributions assume that the money they are paying will be invested and repaid to them when they reach pensionable age. But that is not the case, of course. The pension contributions paid by today's workers are used to pay the pensions of yesterday's workers?today's pensioners.
The pensions that today's workers will receive when they retire will be paid by the regular contributions made by tomorrow's workers.
But the working population is getting much smaller. And the retired population is getting much bigger.
You don't have to be a genius to see the disaster we're heading for.
By the end of the century the size of our elderly population will have begun to concern politicians. By then it will be too late. This is a problem we should be worrying about now. It is, without a doubt, the biggest problem our society has to deal with.
